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Keeping the

Conflict in the workplace is
inevitable, but every member of
the team can play a pivotal part

in its resolution.

BY KELSEY CASSELBURY

Omes ol the greatest things about the school nutrition
protession is the diversity it attracts. When you enter

a school Kitchen or a central office, vou're likely to see
men and women of all cultares, ages, sizes, skin tone,
hair color, fashion sense and more. This diversity can
spur innovation and teamwork as you bounce ideas off
o another and problem sotve from different points of

ViEnw,

Of course, diversity in opinions and approaches also can cause
disagrecments. You might not always recognize the value of your
coworker, her ideas or her work ethic, and she might sometimes
foal the same about you. 1n fact, no matter how harmonious your
team is most of the tirme, some workplace conllict is inevitable; one
stdy notes that 85% of emplovees at all levels, from entry-lavel to CEQ,
experienee a degree of conflicl at work.

As with any cther human dynamic, conflicts can SR # SpeCrum,
ranging from mild disagreements w simmering reseniments 1o passive
aggressive responses Lo disrespectfil and disruptive hehaviors, For the
durarion of an active conflict—be it an hour or days—life can be
uncamforiable and nnpleasant.




‘That's why it's commonplace for many of us 1o choose
to imore conficts, hoping they run their course withowt
being addressed head on. Sometimes, they do go away. But
sometimes, your hilure o address—to meanage—a conflict
in a timely lashion can have Gr-reaching consequences,

[t may fester, like an untreated wound, and cause serious
problems that aflect a team's morale, productivity, elfi-
ciency, customer service and overall success. You might
even lose valuable emplovees,

Keep in mind that avoidarce is only one poor approach
to conflict managemant and resolution. Heavy-handed
conlrontation, outsized reactions or punishments,

SCENARIO #1: PROFESSIONAL ENVY

porcelved favoritsm—hese are other mine traps that can
challenge supervisors at all levels.

Of course, contlict management shouldn't he the re-
sponsibility only of (he boss, either, Everyone on the toam
should be encouzaged w bandle conficts with profession-
alism, malurity and respect—whecher they are directly
involved or simply doing their hest 1o solve a situation.
Let's lock at fowr common conflicts in che workplace, re-
viewing how disgruntled stafters on hoth sides, as well as
any mediators, might seck o address these effectively and
withont dire conseguences,

Terel was passed over for a recent promation. It was given to her coworker Margaret, who has more foodservice experience and
has demonstrated leadership skilts. However, Terri has seniority within the district, so she thinks the decisicn was unfair. Jerri is
upset with both Margaret and the director, lames, who made the decision. Although there haven't been any outbursts yet, there’s
noticeable tension in the kitcher, which is affecting the morale and productivity of the whole team, Can James diffuse the situation
batween the two staffers before the problem gets any worse? What roles should Margaret and Terri play in resolving the issue?

THE SUPERVISOR’S RESPONSIBILITY

It's time for a meeting with Terri, but not necessarily for
disciplinary action. Chances are, Terri truly doesn't under-
stand why Margaret received the promaotion and she didn't.
She might think that she's hit a dead-end in her career,
Therefore, James should sit down with Terri to explain, with-
aut sugarcoating, the specific areas in which she needs to
improve before she cah be considered for advancement.

If James has problems explaining to Terri why she didn't
get the promoticn, it might be because he’s not conducting
regular performance evaluations. These records should be
the basis of any employee's career movement. They can
provide both James and Terrt with documentation about
her achievements and areas for improvement. James can
use these records to give context for his decisian why Terri
was not a candidate for the promction and
explain what she needs to do to be
a better candidate for future
advancemeant.

Terri clearly needs an
attitude adjustment, but
it wouldn't heip matters
for James to take her
to task for her disap-
pointment—at least not
at this stage. Instead,
lames should focus on
reassuring Terri that she
adds vatue to the organization
in bier current pesition. He might also
consider giving her additional responsibilities as a
stegping stone 1o a future promotiore

THE EMIPLOYEE'S RESPONSIBILITY
There are two employees involved in this conflict, Margaret's
responsibility in its resolution is fairly obvious: She needs to stay
prafessional and treat Terri like any other coworker. She can’t
control Terri's reactions, but she can be mindful about Terrl's
feelings and avoid prolonged public conversations about the
promation, beyond acknowledging congratulations and assuming
new respensibilities. if Terri's attitude is emotionaily distressing to
Margaret, or if she feeis physically threatened by Terri, Margaret
should appreach James or the district's human resources depart-
ment as socn as possible. )
As for Terri, it always hurts to be passed over for a promaotion
that you think you deseeve. But the workplace is not the setting
to vent her disappointment or frustration. Terri should make an
effort to look at the situation from an objective perspective. Then,
in her conversation(s) with James, she shouid re-
mave Margaret from the equation, keep-
ing the discussion away from why
Margaret got the promation, and
focused on why Terri didn't get
it. Applying active listening
skills is critical, Rather
than simply assuming the
decision was unfair, given
her seniority, Terri must hear
James out, ask questions and
take his advice ta heart. Then,
she must be introspective and
make some adjustments to both her
work practices and her attitude to position
herself better in the future for the job she desires.
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SCEMARIC #2: PERSONALITY CLASH

in the central office, two school nutrition supervisers, Charlie and Jennifer, have very different personalities that den't mesh well to-
gether, However, due to the nature of their job respensibilities, the twe are required to work together daity. Maria, the director, certainly
is aware of their bickering, and she's growing concerned about how it may be affecting the atmosphere in the office and tha quality of
their work. But she's completely snowed under in preparing for an upcoming administrative review and simply doesr't have the time or
inclination to step in and address tha preblem right new. At what point does Maria need to interject herself into the situation, and how

can Charlie and Jennifer work their personality clash out amicably on their own?

THE SUPERVISORS RESPOMSIBILITY

“The most common workplace conflicts | experience are truly just
personality conflicts,” notes Sandy Voss, MS, RD, SNS, director of
Food & Nutrition Services, Marquardt School District 15, Glendale
Heights, lll. “There's not really a way to ‘resclve’ this problem, but
there is a way to keep the conflict at bay.” At the beginning of the
year, Voss calls a staff mesting in which she openly addresses the
potential for disagreements. “Sometimes we even do icebreaker
activities around this,” she recounts. "I then explain that we need
te fearn to be accepting and understanding of all the people we
work with. You do not need to be best friends with your cowork-
ers; you just need to respect one another.”

Note that Voss doasn't tell her staff to be prepared to agree
with others, but to accept the differences thet arise. SNA Chief of
Staff Jean Geraghty, who manages buman resources at the Asso-
ciation's headquarters, affirms that conflicts “can be important
teaching and learning opportunities” and advises supervisors to
“strive for a cuiture where differing opinions are welcemed and
respected.” Indeed, research in this area suggests that the most
effective teams are those In which members feel safe enough to
disagree with each other.

With such a philosophy in mind, Maria should take care not to
micromanage the tendercy of Charlie and Jennifer to continually
chaitenge each other. She should, however, keep an eye on the
situation fo assess whether their dynamic is becoming genuinely
toxic to one ancther and others. Maria must step in if one of the
palr threatens to quit, if the conflicts are becoming personal or
if the behavior affects the morale and siccess of other team mem-
bers caught in the middle.

If she feels the need to intercede, Maria showld do 5o after
tempers have cooled somewhat and not at the height of a flare-up;
although she may be called upon to send the combatants to their
separate corners, so to speak. In a kitchen setting, whete therg is
little privacy and time is tight, Voss acknowledges that it can be
difficult for her or one of her managers to tackle a conflict in the
mament. “However, it's important that the employees in a given
situation are made aware that this is an issue, and they will all be
sitting down with the director, If need be, to come to a compro-
mise,” she notes,

Even then, it will iake some time for Maria to gather and ad-
dress the specifics of the situation with each employee separately
and then o follow up with them together to ensure they both are
given exactly the same counsel or warnings or any other steps
she's decided upon in seeking resolution.

24 SN February 2077

THE EMPLOYEE'S RESPONSISILITY

Charlie might not like Jennifer's sarcastic nature, and Jennifer
might take issue with Charlie's bossy attitude, but they both
strongly agrae with the mission of the department. They should
discuss how to put aside their differences to get the wark dong.

IF they want to keep the jobs that they love, Charlie and
Jennifer wilt have to find a way 1o work together, despite thair
differences. They should do what they car to resolve conflicts
on their own, bringing their director in to mediate only as a last
resort, Someone will have to make the first move toward a truce.
Whormever is ready to prioritize maturity over pride or irritation
in finding common ground, she or he should do sa face to face,
rather than via emall, The one-sided nature of emall makes It
notorious for misinterpretation and for lengthening a dispute by a
prolonged focus on each party's grievances, rather than the effort
to find compromise,

If Maria needs to get invalved, though, both of her employees
should refrain from throwing the other under the bus or being
atattletale, And, whatever they do, both Charlie and Jennifer
should anly address the problem with each other or with Maria,
and not ather cowerkers, "Talk with someone who is in a position
te do something about it, rather than with coworkers or friends,”
advises Geraghty. "Spreading frustration and possibly gassip and
anger to other employees over a situation that they can't possibly
resolve is very damaging to a [team].”



SCENARIO #3: THE NEW BOSS

Helen was just hired as a cafeteria manager, and she's incradibly enthugiastic about working in a new school~maybe a bit tao much,
Her new team reports that Helen constantly checks in on their work status, monitars their brezks down to the second and, overall, goes
a bit too far with micromanagement, There are rumors that a few employees might request positions at ancther cafeteria site within the
district to get away from their overbearing manager. How should Helen's awn supervisor, Jody, find the middie path between giving her

new manager the wings to fly, without risking a destructive mutiny?

THE SUPERVISOR'S RESPONSIBILITY

First, fody should make herself available to speak with any of
Helen's employees who have expressed concern. [t's important to
assess whether they have legitimate grievances or if they simply
need 1o adjust to a new style of leadership, Either way, lody should
provide some mentarship to her new manager and establish
periodic chack-ins spacificaily to address personnel management,
rather than foodservice-specific issues. As a coach, lody can tem-
per criticism about Helen's management choices with praise for
her enthusiasm and desira to do a good job.

While ensuring that Helen is aware of any complaints and con-
cerns from her tearn, Jody should inquire as to the reasons hehind
Melen's management choices. What her employees perceive as
undue scrutiny may be proper supervisory responses to inappro-
priate behaviors and practicas that have gone unchecked by her
predecessor for far too long.

All employees should feel heard about their concerns, but
this does not mean either Jody or Helen should feel compelled to
make changes simply to keep the peace or be "liked” by the team.
Both levels of rnanagement should ensure that the door is open
far ongaing discussion with employees, being open to appropriate
comprormise while allowing for a suitable adjustment period to the
new dynamic to take its natural course,
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THE EMIPLOYEE'S RESPONSIBILITY

In most cases, an employee should foflow the chain of command
in the workplace, recommends Carol Giibert, SNS, a consultant
and trainer in K-12 schoel nutrition. “"However, there may be times
when situations arise in which you don't feel you can discuss the
problerm with your immadiate supervisor,” she notes. If you feel
it's impertant to take a conecern to the next tevel of supervision,
"Be preparad to share facts, details and what you would like to see
resolved,” Gilbert suggests. To be taken seriously, you need ta be
prepared to make a case and not just a complaint.

Employees should be aware that this approach is not a conflict
avoidance tactic, Let's say Sophia, a fellow cowarker, has decided
things are so intolerable that she must go over Helen's head and
bring concerns directly to Jody. Making lody aware of her griev-
ance dees not mean that Sophia won't have to deal directly with
Helen about this and other issues. Jody won't wave a magic wand
and make the prablem go away. Voss says that she sometimes
coaches an employee on how ta go back to the manager and com-
municate more effectively about the concern at hand. | tell them
that it is very important that they are the anes communicating
with the manager, as that will build trust and a relationship.”
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THE WHINER
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Joan's privaary joh responsibilities are 1w do
some gl menu prep and serve meals o the
students at the middie school, As with most
of her colleagues, she's expocted o jumyp in
and help out with oiber tasks when clrenm-
stances dictate, But every time she’s asked Lo
do someihing she considers ownside her “real”
job, she complains bitterly.

Joan alternates between playing the
put-upon martyr and (rying to wriggle ot of
the assigrment. “Why do you always make
me do this and net Margie? “The boxes are
oo heavy and I'm too short.” "1 guess I will,
hue don’t blame me if' I can't finish my other
task on time,” I dow't remember how (10 do
Ural; someone will have to show nie.” 'T hurt
my back this weekend, but T guess 111 just
power through I, since no one ¢

Joan is the antithesis of a team plaver, Her
complaines are so regular and so dramatin
that her manager finds it easier simply not
to ask and either do it herself or ask another
staffer, Rescnimem builds across the (cam,
and now Joan is whining about feeling
shunneed by her coworkers.

Although her behavior may adé to your
gray hairs, when you [eree vourself o be
genuinely objective, yon must acmit that
when she's not cormnplaining, Joan is 2 solid
performer, She's organized, thorough and
makes few mistakes. She's roally good in hor
interactions wich the middle school kids, and

rednforienieri
sy bl vetioe
fob trisecnrities o
Builed coping skills

ncedded o dhe job,

we kiow they can be a handfl! So, swhy is
she such a pill the rest of the thme?

STRATEGY: Consicler fracking Joan's
compiaints to see If you can lind a comnion
thread. For example, if they are usually
retated o last-minute changes in plans, it
may be that Joun sinwply docsn't have the
sicill see to cope when foreed ont of her lane.
Faslamoving changes may make her anxious
or insecure about her ability to perform ©
expected standards—both yours and Ler own.
Compiaining may be the way that she articu-
lates her fear of failur.

S0, how do you address this, given that
iI’s & commeon oecurrence in your school
cafeteria? Cousider countering Joan's com-
plainis with reassurances, instead of sighs.

“I know you'll do the best you can; I'm not
oxpecting perfection.” “I know I can count on
you, because you're always s0 good at this,
even when we're under the gun." “Thanks so
nmuch tor going the extra mile loday—1 don't
kaow what we'd do without vou.” Pusitive
reinforcement may help relieve Joan of her
insecurities and allow her o bulld the coping
skills this job requires.

In addirion to positive reinforcement,
consider other steps that might help address
her concerns. Although Joan needs o under-
stand that she may need w help with a wide
array of tasks, maybe vou can identify thase
extras that are hese-suited to her abilities and
comiorl zone, as well as those that give her
the mest heartburs, and then make attempts
1o delegate with this information i mind.

Keop in nind that performance msicly
is just one potential source hehind a whin-
er's behavior Regardless of whether you can
identify 2 conunon thread, vou should make
rime to address her hehaviar, using concrete
exampies, i performance discussions,



THE GRUMBLER
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Luey is a 20-year veterian manager in
your operation. She's outlasted four
principals and two school nutrition

dizectors and has secn many chanees

in federal requitements for meals,
purchasing, food safersy and now profes
sional standards, You'd think she'd be
used o clrnge being 4 constant in the
cafeleria, bul she hates it and resists i)
with every bone in her body.

It fsels like Lucy challenges every
staieent you uiter and would deny
that the sky is blue, just t6 e conirary,
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“I'hat’s a stupid naw rule. It doesnt
oven make sense.” "That idea will nee.
cr work here. I just don't see our kids/
ladies/ principal/icachers going for iL"
"Aren't we doing enough alteady, and
new you wani to aded something new?”
! Al the end of the day, Tucy gets e
joby done. She's reliable and elficient.

¢ She's meeting the bouom line goals for
i her sile, so it's difficull to challenge

| hery about che ehiects of her atticude.
Sl hers is always the last site you

i visit, and you dread her responses at

¢ monthly manager meetings. There's

L little energy and camaraderie anmong
her staff, and they rarely pardeipae in
i such promotiondl activities as 2

ational



Sechonl Breakfast Week or creative nutrition educagion pare-
nerships with teachers.

STRATEGY: Lucy may be grumbling hecause most of the
changes she's endared have been dicated and divected from
ihe ontside. Even though gor are willing w give her more
alllonomy in suggesting improvements ane fresh ideas, she
may be burned cu on the very concept of something else
that's nexe.

Find a compromise with Lucy, Give her a lisc of new
sirategies that yowd like hor tean 1 pursue o grow par-
Licipation al their site, andd ask her to rank those in order of
her personal preference. The action of ranking these means
Lucy can’t treat them all with the same leved of disdain or
rejection. It also gives Lucy sonie authority i3 choosing whiat
might be most palatable. As she is compelled 1o apply this
amonomy repratedly, she may hecome more accustomed to
and welcoming ol change.

Admiteedly, this is something of a long shot. It's difficult
o rehabilitate o confirmed grombler You may have to just
confromt them with the reality and consequence of their
hehavior and make it a parc of 2 performance improvement
action. At the very least, vou can assert the rule: "10 vous don't
have something nice to sav, don't say anything at all.”

FIOWT3E MANERE €
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. apltonsy,
Aol

~ fortaors infosmalion,
emil skeelerdsthools@skestarsadke.cam.ur vislt wrw.skesternutires.com.
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THE RABBLE ROUSER
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Michael joined the school nutrition tsam as a cook at &
high school production kitchen alter several vears working
at local restanrants, He likes the hours, ¢he kids and all of
his coworkers—Init what he really likes is the attentiou and
noveliy he gets as a younger guy working among a group of
older women,

[nstead of being isolated as A4 minority, Michael gats right
into the thick of things, sharing the latest gossip (I just heard
that Martina got called in for that mistake she made with the
beef iaco mix. Do you think she'll get fired?), bad-mouth-
ing coninon ‘cnemies” ("The principal here is such a jerk.™)
and challenging authority ("1 dow't mind adding afterschool
suppers to die prep list, bat [ think we shounld get paid more,
if the dislrict Is getting more rovenue,”).

But Michael is also # popular member of the teamn, His co-
workers find him Runny and engaging —and vou do, too, He's
Also a good cook, gets 1o work on time and is willing to help
out when chaos reigns. Bat his tendency o stir the pot olien
creates Bhnecess:ary tension and disharmony in the team.
You've lost count of the nember of conversations vou've had
with anxicus or upset emplovees that begin with: "“Michael
said...”

STRATEGY: Can vou find ways to give Michael the atten-
tion arel power he clearly craves that will direat his energles
in a mors positive direction? He may not have the ambition
ar twdent w be put o a managerial ack, buc perhaps you
can allow him 1o 1ake the lead on a praject dhal will gt him
in the spotlght. Mavbe send Michue] to 2 training class on
fnod arc and athoer presentadon eclmiques and chen Lot him



Pind sovys o aive
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teach those in his kilchen and others
wlti he's learned.

It's likely rhat you will sill have o
direcily address his tendency o gossip
and challenge the chain of command,
buat if he can have atler ontlets U
satisfy a similar core need, it may be
easier for him w break toxde attitude
habits, In addition, most mabble rouscrs
are not looking Lo cause pain and suls
fering, thay just enjoy the power and
attention. So il'you share with Michacl
sorne of the negative outcomes of diis
hehavipe, [his awarencss may promapt
him to knock it off. SN

Patricin Fitzgerald is editor of School
Nutrition.

0 BONUS . CONTENT
Mean Gitls (and Guys)

dhat can you dowhen the bad seed in your
workplace is your boss? SM explores this

sipect of interpersonal workplace dyranucs as

part of this montA’s anling extras. Frustrated

with & supervisos whio SpRresses your cré-
Ativity and dapresses your spint? Head anline

for some suggested Lactics,
Visit www.schoolnutrition.org/
snmagazinehonus to access.
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4 LOOK IN THE MIRROR

Are you a bad apple employee? Few of us would readily admit that we are the
source of our own unhappiness at work, It's always someane or something else
that's making it a miserable place to be, right? School nutrition can be a tough,
thankless job. The pace is too fast, the budgets are too tight, the rules are too many
and the rewards are too few.

Alt this may be true, but is this how you'd regulorly describe your job—all neg-
ative, withaut any positive counterbalance? ¥ so, then it’s probably past time for
a pericd of self-reflection about your job satisfaction. Because it's likely that youy
negativity has begun to leak out and show up in your attitude and performance,
affecting others around you.

If self-reflection doesn't come naturally te you, you may want to seek the ear
and advice of a family member, friend, clergyperson or counselor. Find someone
who you can be open and honest with—but who also will be objective and hear
what you're not saying, as much as what you are.

Libraries and bookstores have many self-help books that specifically address
job satisfaction and offer advice and guidance you through z self-assessment.
Some titles to consider are:

» Lave Your Job: The New Rules for Career Hoppiness, by Kerry Hannon

» No-More Blue Mondays: Four Keys to Finding Fulfilment at Work, by Robin
A. Sheerer

» No More Dreaded Mondays: ignite Your Passion—and Other Revolutionary Ways to
Discover Your True Calling at Work, by Dan Miller

» Quitter: Closing the Gap Between Your Day Job & Your Dream Job, by Jon Acuff

In addition, AARP, the nonprofit arganization providing supporti for people 50
and older, affers several resources designed to help you achieve career happiness.
Visit www.oarp.org. -




